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By John D.Garr,Ph.D.,Th.D.

T

he Sabbath (Shabbat) has been and
remains one of the more controversial
theological and practical issues for
Christians around the world. Many
say that the Sabbath is "Jewish," applying only
to the Jews and consequently has nothing to do
with Christians. Others declare that Sabbath
observance is a clear mark of legalism and that
any Christian who recognizes the Sabbath has
Judaized and is, therefore, no longer a Christian.
Most Christian theologians have asserted that the
Sabbath was changed from Saturday to Sunday
by Jesus and the apostles. Some have suggested
that Christians observe Sunday with the same
restrictions that the Jews observe Sabbath because
Sunday is the New Testament manifestation of the
fourth commandment of the Decalogue. Others
have maintained that Christians should observe
every day alike and give no preference to any day,
especially the Sabbath. Still other Christians,
though a minority, declare that all believers in Jesus
should observe the seventh-day Sabbath.
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Some of these assert that failure to keep the
Sabbath is a mortal sin. A few even suggest that
Christians who worship on Sunday are "sun god
worshippers" or that they have taken the mark of
the beast.
With this diversity of often radical positions, is
it any wonder that the Sabbath debate usually
generates more heat than light and that most of
the Christian church on all sides of the issue is in
the dark as to the biblical and spiritual issues of
this important subject? As is the case with most
polarized issues, there is some truth everywhere,
and the solution to the problem lies somewhere in
the middle ground between the extremes.
A Question of Ownership
The first question that must be answered about
Shabbat is that of its ownership. Most Jews and
Christians insist that it is the "Jewish Sabbath."
While it is true that the seventh-day Sabbath has
long been a unique mark of identity for the Jewish

people, indeed one of the pillars of Judaism,
the clear answer of Holy Scripture is that the
Sabbath, both the principle and the day, is the
Lord's: "the seventh day is the sabbath of the Lord
thy God..." (Exodus 20:10). In the delineation
of God's liturgical calendar in Leviticus 23, God
himself asserts that the Sabbath is his: "...these
are my feasts. Six days shall work be done: but the
seventh day is the sabbath of rest..." Though the
Sabbath is a sign to the Jews of God's covenant
with them, it is, nevertheless, universal because it
belongs to God and traces its origin to creation,
the creation of all things.

(the Eternal, our Rest). It is in God that the
redeemed trust. The repose that the human soul
craves is a Person who transcends the universe but
is immanent in the hearts of those who approach
unto him in faith.
It should have come as no surprise that Yeshua
ben Elohim (Jesus, the Son of God) offered a
transcendent rest to those who were burdened
with the toil of labor. H e himself through the
Holy Spirit would enter their very beings, imbuing
a rest into their souls that no physical repose
could afford (Matthew 11:28-29). Isaiah 28:12
predicted that this spiritual indwelling would be
a rest (menuach) for the weary.

The very first person to observe Shabbat was God
himself. In his own Shabbat God established a
principle for all subsequent Sabbaths. For the
In both the first covenant and the new covenant,
Creator, there was no need for physical rest, for
men and women found repose in God, rest
God does not grow "weary" (Isaiah 40:28) and
from their own struggle for self-actualization by
he who keeps Israel "neither slumbers nor sleeps"
trusting wholly in the One who is rest. Those who
(Psalm 121:4). W h a t God experienced in that
realized that their own efforts could not give them
first of Sabbaths was
status with God came to
simply a cessation of work, The Sabbath is one of God's "forever" trust simply in his chesed
a time of reviewing and
(tender mercy and grace).
creations. It has never changed, nor will
celebrating the perfection
When they did, they came
of the creation that he had it ever change. An immutable God did to realize that rest is not
pronounced "very good."
something one does, it is
not instruct his Son w h o is the same
Someone one knows.
yesterday,
today,
and
forever
to
change
After God had blessed
All Sabbaths (weekly and
Adam and Eve, Shabbat the date of his weekly Shabbat.
annual) are pictures of the
was the very first thing
Person who is the Sabbath, Jesus Christ. Shabbat
that he blessed and declared "holy," or set apart
is the true Rest who came down from heaven,
unto himself (Genesis 2:3). He, in effect, created
the rest that remained for the believers even after
a sanctuary in time, marking off by means of the
the Sabbath commandment was given at Sinai
heavenly bodies that he had created for "signs,
(Hebrews 4:1-3). As a matter of fact, the Sabbath
seasons, days, and years" (Genesis 1:14) the divine
that Israel was to observe was itself a weekly
temporal appointments (moedim) during which he
proclamation of the Good News that God would
would forever nurture relationship with mankind,
come in the person of his Son as the Sabbath of
his crowning creation. God did not bless and
eternity through whom those who "have believed
sanctify a material thing to be worshipped, for he
do enter into rest" by "ceasing from [their] own
is a spirit, a person who seeks relationship that can
works."
only be manifest in time.
Shabbat, the Person
Shabbat as both cessation and rest is a profound
leitmotif that ever points to the Person who is rest.
God himself is the eternal rest to those who are in
relationship with him. Just as he is Yahweh Shalom
(the Eternal, our peace), so he is Yahweh Shabbat
-z,.^:

The Day—An Eternal Principle
Shabbat is an eternal, recurring theme from the
beginning of history to its end. The Sabbath
confirmed the perfection of creation, and the
Sabbath will characterize the end of the age when all
work shall cease and both God and man will rest.
P ^ ^ W M n f
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Shabbat is the eternal principle of setting
apart one day out of seven for the things in life
that really matter: God and family. Seven is
perfection, the ultimate in refinement (both gold
and silver). Seven is completion. The menorah
is a clear reflection of Yahweh's calendar: seven
lamps (festivals) on one lampstand (Shabbat). In
Leviticus 23, the Sabbath is the major heading on
the outline, with seven festivals further delineating
the Shabbat principle.
A Call to Remembrance
Theonlyplace where remembranceis enjoined upon
man in the Decalogue is in relationship to Shabbat.
Shabbat, therefore, could be called a remembrance
principle. God has graciously established markers
in time to call his people to remembrance of his
mighty acts. Why? Because human beings, unlike
the Creator, are forever forgetful.
God, who seeks those who will worship him in
spiritual truth, is ever setting before forgetful man
mnemonic devices, the most important of which
are his markers in time. Shabbat is this principle of
stopping at appointed times, ceasing the mad rush
of human activity to reflect on and interact with
God himself. The principle of Shabbat as a call
to remembrance is manifest in the daily, weekly,
monthly, annual, and generational markers that
remind man of divine appointments (three hours
of prayer daily, the weekly Sabbath, the new moon,
the seven festivals, the Sabbath year, and the Year
ofJubilee). Each of these stopping points is a time
for reflection and celebration, remembering the
Creator and honoring him.
Shabbat uniquely provides this sanctuary in time
for weekly remembrance. First, we remember
the fact that the universe is God's creation, not
the evolution of some primordial cosmic ooze,
and that we are created in the image of the living
God, not the product of natural selection and
the survival of the fittest. More importantly, we
remember that we have been re-created, reborn
by faith in God unto eternal life by experiencing
the spiritual Sabbath in the person of Messiah
himself. As an adjunct to that we also understand
that our rest is the indwelling of the Holy Spirit
that frees us from a self-imposed demand for
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works aimed at establishing our own righteousness
and allows us to rest in the completed work on
Calvary that is imputed to us for our faith.
Time for God and Family
Shabbat was created by God and blessed by him to
be a channel of blessing, a vehicle through which
man can be brought near to God and family. When
rightly employed, it is a blessing blessing [sic]. On
this blessed day, we bless God, and we bless one
another, particularly in the context of family, both
in the nuclear family and in the extended family of
the community of faith.
The blessing aspect of Shabbat is a great lesson that
is available to Christian believers from their Jewish counterparts. As Shabbat approaches on Friday
afternoon, excitement and expectation fills the
Jewish heart and the Jewish home. The best clothes
are donned, and the finest meal is prepared. After
six days of toil and struggle to make it in society, the
family closes the door on the world and enters the
sanctuary of the Sabbath where there is blessing,
not cursing, and joy, not anguish.
First the mother welcomes the Shabbat with an
age-old blessing. Then the father sanctifies the
event with the kiddush blessing that millions of
Jewish lips have repeated since before the time of
Jesus. In this blessing and in the haMotzeh (bread)
blessing, it is God who is blessed and honored, not
the wine and the bread. Later, the husband blesses
his wife in the presence of the children by reciting
or singing Proverbs 3 I s acclamation of the woman
of valour. The wife reciprocates by reciting Psalm
1 in honor of her husband. Then, one by one,
laying his hand on their heads and affirming his
love for them, the father blesses his children with
the words of the Aaronic Benediction and other
scriptural blessings. There is time for singing the
songs of Zion and offering personal prayers to
God. It is a family celebration par excellence.
During the Sabbath, the family gathers in a synagogue (meeting) to offer corporate prayers to
God and to hear the exposition of his Torah (the
Hebrew Scriptures). This is in fulfillment of the
scriptural requirement for a "holy convocation," a
collective gathering, and is in keeping with Judaic

concept of salvation in the context of community.
Christians should well reflect on whether the Jewish people have discovered and maintained the key
to Shabbat observance: time for God and family. It
is not an occasion just to sleep or to gather at an
appointed place to sing a few songs, offer a"word of
prayer," and listen to the postulations of a preacher
and then to rush off to do the fun things they
dreamed about during the sermon. It is a sanctuary
in time in which one can escape the world and
achieve oneness with God and with family.
Which Day and What to Do?
Which day is the Sabbath, and what do we do on
that day? These are the questions that inevitably
arise. Though they seem difficult, the answers are
really quite simple. If one knows which day is the
"first day of the week," the question of which day is
the Sabbath becomes a simple arithmetic problem.
God, himself, declares: "The seventh day is the
Sabbath" (Exodus 20:10). By adding six days to the
first day of the week, which every Christian knows
is Sunday, we confirm the fact that Shabbat is
Saturday. Since the biblical day begins at sundown
so that there is "evening and morning" in that order,
Shabbat begins at sundown on Friday (or in Jewish
tradition when one can see three stars or planets)
and concludes at sundown on Saturday.
The Sabbath is one of God's "forever" creations. It
has never changed, nor will it ever change. An immutable God did not instruct his Son who is the
same yesterday, today, and forever to change the
date of his weekly Shabbat,
There can be no doubt that the earliest church
continued in the same tradition of Sabbath
observance that it had inherited from the Jewish
matrix from which it was birthed. Early on, it is
likely that this Sabbath (Saturday) celebration
carried over into the evening of the first day of the
week (Sunday), probably continuing until after
midnight, at which time communion was shared.
An early example of this is Paul's sermon in Acts
20. This practice was, no doubt, a celebration of
the resurrection that had occurred at the end of the
Sabbath before daybreak on the first day of the week.
Later, in an effort to distance itself from Judaism,

most of the church adopted Sunday as the day of
worship, a practice that was enforced by imperial
edict under Constantine the Great. Both Jesus and
the apostles, however, observed Shabbat in the manner prescribed in the Hebrew Scriptures...
The Sabbath That Remains
One of the greatest features of Shabbat is the fact
that it ever points to the coming Sabbath, the
Messianic Age. Each weekly family and community celebration of Sabbath is but a foretaste,
a sample of the unspeakable joy of the world to
come. For the Jew it is the expectation of the coming of Messiah; for the Christian it is the assurance
of the return of the Messiah. The same Person in
whom they have found rest for their souls will
bring eternal Shabbat with the quickening of the
resurrection that will accompany his return.
A Prophetic Call to Restoration
While the new covenant has enfranchised believers in the grace of liberty, it has not been a
license for spiritual hedonism in which eternal
precepts designed by God himself for the well
being of mankind are ignored. Perhaps foreseeing
the church's trend toward abandoning the priceless
treasures of scriptural truth in favor of the baubles
of human tradition, the Prophet Isaiah predicted
a time when even Gentiles would embrace the
God of the Jews:"...the sons of the stranger... that
keepeth the Sabbath from polluting it, and taketh
hold of my covenant; even them will I bring to
my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my
house of prayer..." (Isaiah 56:6-7). As a part of
the restoration of all things that is to accompany
the return of the Messiah (Acts 3:20-21), God
will enlighten those Gentiles who have become
naturalized citizens of the commonwealth of
Israel and bring them to a humble, considerate
recognition of his Sabbath. May the entire church
embrace this distinctive part of its biblical Hebraic
heritage as a time set apart for God and family.
*Excerpted from Restore!, Vol 6, N o 2, Issue 17. ©
2000. Used by permission. All Rights Reserved.
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